Strategic Plan is being implemented to bring the entire operation up to the latest standards of business and commerce.
A recent communication from James E. Rogan, Undersecretary and Director of the USPTO, stated the every one of their 3,500 patent examiners has highpowered desktop computers that can electronically search over 9090 commercial, scientific, and technical databases, as well as every sime one of the 6.5 plus million U.S. patents issued since 1790, as well as over three million foreign patents.
One noteworthy example of this transformation, is the Office's aggressively movement toward end-to-end electronic processing of patents. This will involve use of electronics in filing an application, as well as all other aspects of prosecuting a patent to completion and publication. The goal for this move is 2004. After that point, there will be little or no paper involved in processing any patents.
There are 37 "action initiatives" in the five-year Strategic Plan. The agency has reported that comments on the Plan have been positive in almost all cases; a total of slightly less than 100 industrial firms, associations and related entities have commented. Some changes to the original plan include a provision that the PTO will now contract with private sector commercial search firms in lieu of the previously propose requirement for applicant-commissioned search reports.
Also, comments from USPTO users has resulted in withdrawing the requirement for mandatory Information Disclosure Statements (IDS); as the Office will continue to rely on voluntary submissions. The IDS is a document prepared by the applicant that advises the Patent Office of earlier patents, articles, sales literature, products, activities and other matters that could adversely impact getting a U.S. patent.
Also, the agency has agreed that it will demonstrate the Strategic Plan's concepts and practices through elaborate testing and evaluation methods, to ensure that the desired results can be obtained.
As further evidence of serious moves to improve the operation, the PTO is also aggressively working with the European and Japanese Patent Offices to end duplication of effort by sharing prior art searches. Full use of commercial searching firms and methods can now be employed, and the patent applicant can now take a more sizable (and helpful) position in the search process.
There are several other aspects of modernization under the 21st Century Strategic Plan. One of the noteworthy goals of the Plan has been to reduce the time involved in obtaining a patent (pendancy time). The average time from application to granting is still over 26 months, while to goal is achieve a tenure of only 18 months. Progress has been made on this effort, however, as can be noted in recent issued patents.
Another well-publicized goal of the Plan is to eliminate "Fee Diversion." This practice stems from the fact that the PTO is one of the few Federal government agencies that actually takes in more money that it spends. This has been exploited in the past by the Congressional habit of appropriating such excess funds to uses other than improving the operation of the PTO. The Commerce Secretary has informed Congress that the current Administration is working to fully eliminate such Fee Diversion.
Earlier this year, Department of Commerce officials indicated that "the President has already reduced the annual practice of 'fee diversion' by 50% in PATENT REVIEW the Administration's fiscal year 2004 Budget," The current management within the Department of Commerce is also committed to "working toward ending fee diversion entirely. This bold step is another manifestation of the Administration's commitment to strengthen the economy by ensuring that the USPTO continues to lead the world in producing the most timely and reliable intellectual property rights protection for American innovators." Also, Mr. Rogan has indicated that he wants to increase the fees inventors pay by about 15%. This increase in fees will further fund aspects of the agency's Strategic Plan. Mr. Rogan points out that even with the proposed increase, the cost of a patent in the United States will be merely one-half the cost of obtaining a patent in Japan and one-fifth the cost of a European patent.
Making more money available sooner to the PTO will undoubtedly help in fully modernizing the Office. Hopefully, this will accelerate transforming this vital operation into a "quality-driven, cost-effective organization" that fully employs the most advanced technology to carry out its important assignment. Watch for further details in this effort.
THE DOCTRINE OF EQUIVALENT -THE FESTO DECISION
The doctrine of equivalents" in patent work is the principle that slight variations from a disclosed operating condition do not constitute an invention. Thus, if the inventor discloses a process with a curing temperature of 320 degrees C. to 360 degrees C., the same identical process except for use of a curing temperature of 365 degrees C. is not a new invention.
The patent office holds that such conditions are virtually equivalent, even if not exactly equal. The reasoning is that a person skilled in the art would expect the same results even though the temperature of curing was only elevated slightly. This doctrine of equivalence permits a patent holder to claim that a process is infringed because the system is equivalent, although it may not be identical, with the patent claims.
Although the doctrine of equivalence has been applied in patent law in the U.S. for over 150 years, a ruling last year by the Court of Appeals for the Federal Circuit (the patent system's court) held that if the applicant narrowed some of the claims in the process of carrying out the prosecution of the application through the Patent Office, the doctrine of equivalence would not pertain.
The decision is referred to as the Festo decision. It placed a much greater burden on the inventor, especially in preparing the original application.
The Festo decision was presented before the U.S. Supreme Court a few months ago, and the Court made a unanimous ruling that overturned the lower Court decision, thus eliminating the Festo challenge to the doctrine of equivalence.
In essence, the Supreme Court decision makes it more difficult for copycat inventors to receive a patent by making insignificant changes to the original invention.
Score ONE for reason and sanity!
NONWOVEN PATENT REVIEW

Method and Equipment for Low-cost, Improved Fabric Hydroenhancement Process
Hydroenhancement of woven and knitted fabrics involves the use of high pressure water jets on the surface of such spun yarn and/or filament yarn fabrics. Improvements achieved by such treatment include yarn blooming, increased fabric cover, improved surface texture, hand and drapability, along with reduced fabric shrinkage.
Conventional high pressure waterjet equipment, such as used for the spunlace nonwoven process, has been the traditional equipment used for such hydroenhancement treatment. The conventional view has been that the degree of enhancement is related to the amount of energy imparted to the fabric; that is, the more energy delivered to the fabric, the more pronounced the enhancement effect. However, this patent discloses a method and equipment for achieving improved fabric hydroenhancement with substantially simplified and less costly processing equipment, and with reduced total energy requirement.
The process involves multiple passes of the fabric under the waterjet manifold, with a low-energy delivered to the fabric per pass. This allows the use of a substantially less complex and expensive processing line. These results are possible by the use of a manifold system that is reciprocated, oscillated, or rotated to simulate multiple passes on the fabric. By this means, the curtain of fluid jets delivers a low energy to the fabric per pass, whereby an improved conversion of delivered energy to enhancement energy is obtained on each pass and the waste of energy is reduced, Other variations for improving hydroenhancement include angling the manifold at a diagonal to the fabric travel direction, using a high-density number of double rows of jets to eliminate interference patterns.
In a preferred embodiment of improved hydroenhancing equipment, a simplified "jigging" line is disclosed, in which a length of fabric is conveyed back and forth between a pair of unwind/windup reels on a sinuous path, which passes the fabric between a pair of manifolds for treating opposite sides of the fabric in multiple passes. The manifolds may be aligned at an angle to the vertical relative to support rolls supporting the fabric in order to allow convenient drainage of fluid away from the path of the fabric around the support rolls. This can eliminate the need for the usual vacuum-suction removal of fluid.
The jigging equipment can be configured to be self-contained and small in size. Only two manifolds are required to treat both sides of the fabric. This eliminates the need for the large and costly type of conventional processing lines that employ multiple manifolds and an extensive conveyor and fluid removal system for treating fabric in one contin-uous run. Suitable hydroenhancement of fabric can be obtained, for example, by conveying it back and forth 5 to 12 times (depending on fabric construction and the enhancement desired) between the reels with a manifold fluid pressure of 1800 psi. The total energy can be as low as 0.12 hp-hr/lb (0.062 hp-hr/lb per side).
The low-energy, multiple-pass approach converts more of the total delivered fluid energy to enhancement energy for greater efficiency and reduction in wasted energy. Also improved fabric coverage and reduced fabric shrinkage is obtained in the modified process.
U.S. Patent 6,557,223 (May 6, 2003) ; filed February 15, 2002. "Fabric hydroenhancement method & equipment for improved efficiency." Assignee: Polymer Group, Inc. (North Charleston, SC) . Inventors: Michael J. Greenway, Jackson Lawrence, Herschel Sternlieb, Frederick Ty, Frank E. Malaney.
Soft, Gel-like Stitchbond Composite Fabric
Disclosed is a method for producing a fabric that is stitchbond composite. Specifically, the fabric is a loop stitched composite fabric with a spongy fill layer attached to one or two outer layers. The composite fabric is constructed so as to have a unique gel-like feel. The gel-like feel of the fabric is created by utilizing a high loft fiber fill and attaching the fill layer to the one or two outer nonwoven or woven fabric layers by a loop pile stitching technique.
Composite fabric products made in accordance with the present invention have a distinctive and aesthetic appearance and are well suited for use in a variety of applications. These applications may cushioning uses, such as use in footwear in order to surround, support, and provide cushioning to a foot. Alternatively, these fabric products can be used in automotive applications, such as headliners and other uses.
The fill layer of the composite is com-prised of high loft fibers. For instance, the fibers, in one embodiment, have an openness value preferably of at least 2.5. The high loft fibers can be crimped fibers, containing from about 5 to about 15 crimps per inch, and particularly containing at least 8 crimps per inch. The use of siliconized fibers, such as hollow polyester siliconized fibers is particularly advantageous. The siliconized fibers can have a denier of from about 6 to about 30, preferably with a denier of about 15. The basis weight of the fill layer can vary depending upon the application. For most applications, however, the fill layers will have a basis weight of from about 200 gsm to about 800 gsm.
The outer fabric layers of the composite fabric product of the present invention can be in general any material capable of accepting the loop stitches. The stitches can be placed in a plurality of rows, such as from about 12 to about 20 rows per inch, and particularly at about 14 rows per inch. Each row can contain from about 7 to about 28 stitches per inch. The yarn used to form the stitches can have a denier of from about 100 to about 200 and can be heat stable containing substantially no residual shrinkage.
In one especially useful embodiment of the present invention the composite fabric is sanded on one fabric surface. Sanding a surface of the composite product frays the loop pile stitches without substantially breaking the stitches. Of particular advantage, sanding causes the surface of the product to be softer and to have a feel like flannel.
U.S. Patent 6,562,434 (May 13, 2003) ; filed: September 17, 1999. "Gel-like fabric composite." Assignee: Tietex International, Inc. (Spartanburg, SC). Inventor: Martin Wildeman.
Protective Laminate of a Nonwoven Fabric and Shrinkable Film
Large articles, such as automobiles, machinery and boats, must often be transported from the factory to the ultimate consumer on open trucks where they are exposed to the environment. Consumers expect that these new items be in pristine condition, and will not tolerate defects. This patent discloses a nonwoven/film laminate that can serve as an excellent protective envelope for this application.
The protective laminate material consists of a shrinkable film adhesively laminated to a protective nonwoven fabric. Hot melt adhesive is applied to the film in a pre-determined pattern. The adhesive generally covers from about 8.0 to about 33.0% of the film. The nonwoven fabric is then adhered to the film by bringing the film and the fabric into physical contact. When the laminate is subjected to heat, the film thermally shrinks; the nonwoven fabric separates from the film in the areas between the adhesive bonds on the film to provide pillow-like raised portions. The repeating nature of the pattern of adhesive also facilitates manufacture, and strengthens and adds tear resistance to the material. The cushions or pillows of the nonwoven layer holds the film off of the surface being protected, and provides a distinctive cushioning property..
The laminate is formed into a bag which is placed over the object be protected. The bag is then further shrunk around the object with the non-woven fabric engaging the surface of the object, supporting the film off of the surface of the object. This provides a compact package which protects the surface of the object and gives good weatherability and strength to the wrap. U.S. Patent 6,562,740 (May 13, 2003) ; filed: September 19, 2000. "Material for protecting articles having a nonwoven fabric bonded to a shrink film by an adhesive applied to the film in a predetermined pattern." Assignee: Transhield Technology AS (Oslo, Norway). Inventor: Gregory L. Todt.
Color Patterning a Nonwoven Web via Waterjets
This invention is directed to a method for achieving a colored patterning of a nonwoven web by means of a hydroen-tanglement treatment.
A nonwoven provided with one or more colors or dyed or printed is selected as the upper layer of two layers. This patterned or colored nonwoven is placed on a second nonwoven or other fabric, or one having a different color. Both layers are then subjected to the high pressure water jets such as used for hydroentanglement. This treatment displaces the fibers; the colored fibers of the first layer are displaced into the second layer to produce a pattern on the underside of the second layer.
The nonwoven in the first layer can come directly in front of a card and has fine fibers of one or different colors. When these fibers are subjected to the water jets, they are moved into and through the second layer. Hence, not only the known solidification of the webs alone and with one another takes place, but the fibers of the first nonwoven reach the underside of the second web of goods and produce a pattern of some type there because of their own color. This pattern can be influenced in a wide variety of different ways.
As an alternative to the process, white fibers in the first nonwoven can penetrate to the back of the colored second nonwoven by the water needling and there they produce a pattern of some type on the underside. This pattern can be influenced in a wide variety of different ways as well.
To produce a pattern on the back of the second web of goods with the fibers of the first nonwoven, it is important for these fibers to be readily movable by the water jets, in other words for them to have a fine denier (such as 1-6 dtex) and a fiber length (20 to 100 mm) to permit easy migration and entangelement. This is most easily accomplished if the first nonwoven is unbonded or only lightly bond; a light weight carded nonwoven is especially suitable.
The second web, on the other hand, can also be a nonwoven but it can be pre-solidified by mechanical needling, for example, or it can be a woven or a knitted fabric that directions to a degree the fibers penetrating from the first nonwoven by its internal thread structure. This is typical of the pattern that can be produced on the underside.
It is also important in this regard, from what fibers the second web is produced: Their thickness, properties, and the strength of the thread structure of the second web are important in controlling the pattern obtained.
Quite different color patterns can be produced if a third means for steering the water jets in a desired direction is added. This means can be located in front of or between the two layers or even below the second web. If the element is located between the webs, it is obvious that it remains permanently in the total product. It is different if, for example, the water jets are aimed at the first nonwoven by an endless belt or drum that is permeable with a pattern that unrolls directly on the nonwoven. The partially colored fibers of the first nonwoven are partially transported through the second web so that it is only at these places that coloration of the back of the second web or patterning takes place.
By utilizing and controlling these various parameters, a wide variety of colored patterning effects can be achieved.
U.S. Patent 6,557,224 (May 6, 2003); filed: June 13, 2002 . "Method and device for color patterning of a web hydrodynamic treatment." Assignee: Fleissner GmbH & Co., Mashinenfabrik (Egelsbach, Germany) . Inventor: Gerold Fleissner.
A Thermal Method For Forming an Apertured Nonwoven Web
Disposable absorbent articles such as diapers and adult incontinence products are designed to collect and retain urine and fecal material deposited thereon by the wearer.
To date, most attempts to handle the urine and fecal material collected and retained in the disposable absorbent article have been directed to handling urine. Dealing with fecal material collected by the disposable absorbent arti-cle is simply more difficult than dealing with urine, due to the complex rheology of low-viscosity fecal material.
A Variety of methods have been proposed to deal with this complex problem. These have involved the use of various topsheets produced from a wide variety of nonwoven and film materials and combination thereof. The use of multiple layers of nonwovens and films, some having various pore sizes, have also been employed, but with problematic results.
However, all of these attempts to handle urine do little, if anything, to improve handling of low-viscosity fecal material which may also be present in the disposable absorbent article. The problem of low-viscosity fecal material is especially prevalent in younger children, particularly those who are breast fed. As a result, the low-viscosity fecal material easily migrates within the disposable absorbent article under the influences of gravity and motion or pressure by the wearer and remains a problem.
Improved performance under these adverse conditions is obtained by aperturing the nonwoven used as the topsheet. The patent discloses a thermal method for aperturing a nonwoven fabric under controlled conditions, to yield a softened fabric that has improved performance in diapers.
The method of forming the apertured web comprises the steps of: a) feeding a web in a machine direction through a first nip formed by a pair of rollers; one of the rollers has a smooth outer surface and the other roller has an outer surface with a plurality of projections extending from the outer surface, at least one of said rollers being heated, such that the web is apertured with a plurality of apertures having fused perimeters. b) cooling the web to solidify the fused perimeters of the apertures; and c) feeding the web through a second nip formed by a pair of rollers to break the solidified, fused perimeters of the apertures; the rollers of this second nip have an outer surface with a plurality of grooves.
The preferred effective size of the apertures is at least 2.0 square millimeters. The effective open area of the web is preferably of at least 25%. The apertures in the web can vary in size, shape and pattern, with some possible shapes such as circular, square, rectangular, oval, triangular, dog-bone, star, oblong, etc. The apertures can be arranged in either a systematic, uniform or random pattern. A systematic pattern, with similarly sized apertures is preferred.
The grooves imparted to the fused perimeters of the apertures help to direction flow in the topsheet, as well as provide improved fabric softness. The size, spacing, shape and number of grooves may be selected so as to provide the desired softness in the web, as the grooves help to break the solid fused material which extends about the perimeter of the apertures.
In the diaper, the apertured web can be used in the rear or back waist region of the diaper , or alternately the web may be apertured in only the crotch region or only in the front waist region, or combinations of the two regions.
U.S. Patent 6,551,436 (April 22, 2003 ) ; filed: April 5, 2001; PCT filed: October 6, 1999 . "Method for forming an apertured web." Assignee: The Procter & Gamble Company (Cincinnati, OH) . Inventors: Andreas Flohr, Georg Pescher.
Hydraulically Entangled Composite Fabric of Synthetic Fibers and Woodpulp Fibers
The nonwoven fabric disclosed in this patent is a tri-layer composite that is multiple launderings. . This ability, along with the excellent surface abrasion resistance of the fabric, also makes it very suitable for use in limited use industrial apparel, and as a general purpose industrial wiping material as well.
The nonwoven fabric disclosures in this patent is a composite structure composed of three layers; synthetic fiber in the first and third zones, with short woodpulp fiber in the second zone posi-tion between the two other zones. The tri-layer structure is then hydraulically entangled from both sides, so that portions of the first and third synthetic fiber zones are entwined.
The inventors point out that the first and third synthetic fiber webs should be prebonded. The preferred nonwoven type for these two layers is a bonded synthetic filament spunbond web. A preferred embodiment of the composite is the use of a combination of a spunbond web with a meltblown web, bonded into an integrated structure. Such a structural combination may be used for one or both of the synthetic fiber layers.
The short fiber second zone may include in addition to the pulp fibers, various staple fibers, particulates, and combinations of one or more of these components.
The first and third synthetic fiber zones or layers may have a basis weight from about 12 to about 50 gsm, preferably from about 20 gsm to about 27 gsm for each layer. The second short fiber layer may have a basis weight from about 28 gsm to about 165 gsm, preferably from about 80 gsm to about 131 gsm or more preferably from about 90 gsm to about 125 gsm.
Consequently, the synthetic fiber layers may range from about 10 to about 70 weight percent of the total fabric weight, and correspondingly, the short fiber layer may range from about 90 to about 30 weight percent of the total fabric weight. In addition, the total basis weight of the completed fabric may range from about 90 gsm to about 175 gsm.
Although not required, the inventors
